Abstract
The Corpus -data and potential routes of exploitation
The corpus I use for the following analyses contains travel literature from the 16 th to the 21 st century. 3 It comprises about half a million words per century, as evenly distributed across the centuries as possible. The corpus will be further extended in order to fill existing gaps. The subcorpus of the 21 st century consists of texts which are all published on the internet, on a well-structured and well-edited web site, rather than in interactive weblogs, which are mostly of a highly colloquial style.
The travel corpus offers broad analytical and interpretative potential. At the macro-level, it is a repository of cultural knowledge and stories about intercultural encounters. The corpus can tell us about the role of travel in societies through the centuries; what it has meant for people to travel and to hear about travels. It provides us with information about the people who were able to travel and about their status in society, in political as well as economic respects. Naturally, the regions travelled to as well as the means of travelling have changed 1 2 in significant ways throughout time. These factors have of course also influenced the kind of contact that developed between the traveller and local people.
At the micro-level, the corpus enables researchers to carry out diachronic and synchronic studies of the language of travel writing. We can aim at a broader description of the genre, investigate diachronic changes in style and content, and, more concretely, trace developments on the level of lexis, phraseology and structure. Two case studies will illustrate some of these possible approaches.
Theory and Methods
The methodological and theoretical approach underlying the present analyses starts from the assumption that we are interested in how language creates meaning. This needs to be investigated not in abstract terms of 'language', but in more concrete terms of 'actual language use', because this is the observable aspect of language. The regular and frequent way of representing something shapes our understanding and our way of dealing with it. This mildly constructivist concept of utterances in relation to social agency assumes that habitual forms of language use construe topics. The argumentative framework here goes back to Foucault's concept of discourse formations (e.g. 1980) and work by the language philosopher Searle (e.g. 1995), who proposes a major role for language in creating social and institutional facts. Take as an example the alleged destruction of the ozone layer. We cannot perceive the ozone layer -or its absence -with our senses. We are presented with data which are interpreted for us by scientists. The 'raw' data would not help us much. Whatever we know about the ozone layer, we know from discourse. Whether countries reduce their CFC emissions or not is regulated discursively. Those arguments which are more powerful create realities. Such realities, by implication, are construed and therefore fragile.
'Representation' is a concept that helps us link people's experience and cognition to linguistic encoding. Representations construe versions of the world (Hall 1997), they construe views on how a culture, or in the present context, a sub-culture, 'functions'. Although this might be a contested view of culture, it can be revealing to investigate pervasive discourse that shapes -and is shaped bythe ordinary way a sub-culture and its individual participants function. With respect to travelling, a rather abstract, though linguistically transmitted, 'way of life' or category of experience is visible. It involves, for example, backpacks, buses, uncomfortable sleep, but also an experience of belonging to a group of independent, adventurous and outgoing people. Travellers semiotically not only create a system of rules and rituals that other travellers take as a starting point for their own behaviour, but they also create expectations about, and in a way even give rise to, those institutions which cater for travellers.
